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Semi-structured interviews eliciting cognitions and motivations were carried out
with 15 incarcerated female child sexual abusers (nearly 50% of the current UK
female sexual offender prison population). Qualitative analysis indicated that four
of the five motivational schemas (implicit theories) suggested by Ward (Ward,
2000; Ward & Keenan, 1999) to underlie male sexual offenders’ cognitions could
be clearly identified in women, these were: Uncontrollability (UN, identified in
87% of participants), Dangerous world (DW, 53%), Children as sexual objects
(CSO, 47%) and Nature of harm (NH, 20%). Entitlement, the final implicit theory
(IT), commonly found in males, was not identified in any participants in the
sample. Further analysis indicated that there were four main motivational types
of offender based on combinations of these ITs. These were: (1) presence of DW/
CSO, indicating sexual motivation and cognitions with fear of violence; (2)
presence of DW/no CSO, indicating fear of violence with no sexual cognition or
motivation; (3) presence of CSO/no DW, indicating sexual motivation and
cognition; the NH IT also strongly featured in this group; and (4) presence of UN/
no DW or CSO, indicating lack of control, sometimes with sense of protection for
the victim. Suggestions are made on how the results can inform theoretical
developments in the field as well as policy and practice.
Keywords: female sexual offenders; implicit theories; cognitive distortions;
motivations
Introduction
Female sex offending is an under-researched area compared to male sexual offending
(Grayston & De Luca, 1999; Matthews, Matthews, & Speltz, 1989). However, this is
partly due to the small numbers of females being convicted of sexual crimes
(Bunting, 2006; Fromuth & Conn, 1997; Johansson-Love & Fremouw, 2006). For
example in the UK a recent estimate revealed that there were 32 females currently in
prison convicted for sexual offending, accounting for less than 1% of the total female
population for England and Wales (data from National Offender Management
Service, UK, 2007). This appears to be a figure comparable to other studies, for
example in the USA, in a telephone survey of 1481 women asked about their sexual
victimisation experiences 1% were female perpetrators (Finkelhor, Hotaling, Lewis,
& Smith, 1990), and of the 1644 registered sex offenders in Arkansas, 2.4% were
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women (Vandiver & Walker, 2002). Therefore, despite being a very small proportion
of the total sex offender population, these are very serious offenders with high risks
for potential victims, therefore there is a clear need to know more about these
individuals’ motivations and characteristics.
Nathan and Ward (2001) state that while female sex offenders have features in
common with male sex offenders, they also have some needs that are quite different.
Research indicates that female sex offenders offend in different circumstances to men
(Denov, 2004; Wakefield & Underwager, 1991). Female perpetrators tend to be in
caretaking roles, while male perpetrators are more likely than females to be strangers
(Banning, 1989; Rudin, Zalewski, & Bodmer-Turner, 1995). Kaufman, Wallace,
Johnson, and Reeder (1995) found that female sexual offenders are more likely to be
involved with a co-perpetrator, and to exploit their victims than male sex offenders,
while male offenders are more likely to use bribes and to be more sexually invasive.
Johansson-Love and Fremouw (2006) also raise the issue that there is little research
currently on the similarities/differences between male and female sexual offenders,
but it would appear that female sex offenders groom their victims in similar ways to
male sex offenders (Ford, 2006), and use similar processes to overcome inhibitions or
feelings of guilt, as seen in an extensive study carried out by Saradjian (1996). Here,
Ford (2006) postulates that the feelings of guilt may be greater with females than
male perpetrators. However, it is unclear at the present time whether female sex
offenders have the same or different belief systems (cognitions) that have lead them
to offend, as has been identified in male sexual offenders.
The importance of addressing distorted cognitions (i.e. ‘cognitive distortions’) has
long been established in assessing and treating sexual offenders (Beech, Fisher, &
Thornton, 2003; Gannon & Polaschek, 2006). However, the nature of cognitive
distortions, have become the subject of much debate in recent years, as they have been
identified as both ‘giving the offender permission to offend’ and as such are causative
(Ward & Siegert, 2002), and also have been described as arising post-offence to ‘make
the offender feel better about the offence’ by justifying, excusing or externalising
blame to others, thereby minimising self-blame and guilt (Finkelhor, 1984). Cognitive
distortions can also be observed in the general population to explain behaviour, or act
as excuses; and are as common in general offenders who desist from crime, as those
who continue to offend (Maruna & Mann, 2006). These observations raise the
question as to whether there is any value in assessing and treating the type of cognitive
distortions that can be seen as operating as excuses or justifications for offending, and
instead the focus in assessment, and treatment, should be more on the deeper level
causal processes, or ‘deep cognitions’ (Kwon & Oei, 1994) that can only be assessed
indirectly via the ‘cognitive products’ to which they give rise.
Deep level cognitions have been labelled as ‘schemas’, defined by Beck (1964) as
cognitive structures used for assessing, screening and encoding incoming stimuli. In
this model, a schema is defined as a structure containing beliefs or attitudes that
follow a similar theme or pattern, which have developed as a result of trying to make
sense of early life experiences and contain fundamental assumptions about an
individual and their relationship with others and the world, and are an organising
framework for processing new information, particularly social and interpersonal
information (Mann & Beech, 2003). Mann and Beech note that such schemas are
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stable structures, which are chronically accessible and are particularly relied upon to
draw inferences in ambiguous or threatening situations, where they focus attention
and interpretative resources upon schema-relevant cues. Anderson, Anderson, and
Deuser (1996) suggest that the degree to which schemas dominate information
processing varies over time.
Mann and Beech (2003), drawing on cognitive therapy models of depression (e.g.
Kwon & Oei, 1994), have proposed a schema-based model of cognition in sexual
offending, noting that there are two categories of schema that are relevant to sexual
assault: (1) category schemas (stereotypes) containing abnormal hostile and/or sexual
components; (2) belief schemas that contain assumptions about the self, and how the
world and other people should be. When these schemas are activated by ambiguous
or threatening events, information processing becomes biased in favour of the
underlying schema.
Ward (2000) has used the term implicit theory (IT), rather than schema, because
this term suggests the complexity and dynamic nature of such systems, and because
ITs contain integrated sets of cognitions and desires that influence which goals are
salient in the interpretation of interpersonal phenomena. ITs are seen, therefore as
being similar to lay scientific theories where individuals attempt to ‘explain, predict,
and interpret cognitive phenomena’ (p. 494). Ward uses the term ‘implicit’ because
such ideas are rarely articulated formally, nor are they easily expressed by the
individual. Ward further notes the following: (1) ITs identified in sexual offenders
specify the ontological characteristics of these individuals (i.e. the nature of
their being in terms of core psychological structures and processes); (2) these
ontological constructs, and their relationships, are used to explain human actions; (3)
ITs produce interpretations of evidence about other’s behaviours, desires and
motivations.
Ward and Keenan (1999) have identified five core ITs in child sexual offenders:
Children as sexual objects (this IT is centred around the belief that children are
capable of enjoying and desiring sex); Entitlement (this IT is centred around the
belief that some people are superior to others and therefore have the right to have
their needs met); Dangerous world (the content of this IT is centred around the idea
that the world is inherently threatening and that people are malevolent, such beliefs
can lead to either proactive attacks on others, or avoidance and submissive
behaviour); Uncontrollability (this IT is centred around the belief that the
world is uncontrollable and that events just happen to people); Nature of harm
(this IT is centred around the belief that there are degrees of harm and that
some sexual acts are beneficial and do not cause harm). A recent research study
using qualitative interviews with male child abusers (Marziano, Ward, Beech, &
Pattison, 2006) found strong evidence for the five ITs categories suggested
by Ward.
Therefore, given the identification of these ITs in male offenders, the current
research aims to explore whether female sexual offenders exhibit the same range of
ITs as male sexual offenders. Specifically, we asked the following research questions:
(a) do women have the same type of ITs as men; and (b) is there evidence for any
female-specific ITs?
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Method
Participants
HM Prison Service facilitated the study, where access was granted to female sex
offenders resident in public prisons in England and Wales. Of a total of 28 potential
participants (where it was possible to gain access) 15 actually took part in the study.
The average age of the participants was 47.3 years old (SD13.8, range 2877 years
old). All of the participants were of a white ethnic background. The average length of
sentence of the sample was 6.3 years (range 2.515 years). Seven out of the 15
participants exhibited some degree of denial and/or minimisation about their
offending. The details of each of the participants’ index offences, and previous
convictions, are shown in Table 1. All participants were imprisoned for offences
involving persons under the age of 16.
It can be seen from Table 1 that the range of offences committed by women in the
sample is broadly comparable to those committed by male offenders. It can also be
seen from Table 1 that two-thirds of the sample had no previous convictions.
Procedure
For the purposes of this paper, one of the authors (NP) completed file reviews on
prisoners, and participants were identified as having a conviction for a sexual
offence. Once the participants had given their informed consent to take part in the
study, NP interviewed all participants, on a one-to-one basis in a private room with
no distractions. The interviews consisted of two sections both being approximately
1 hour in length. The first section was broadly related to rapport building; here a list
of prompts was utilised that enabled the participants to talk about their life history.
The second section of the procedure consisted of a clinical interview, which
employed a semi-structured interview devised by Ward, Louden, Hudson, and
Marshall (1995) (see the Appendix). The interviews consisted of questions that
focused on the participants’ thoughts and feelings leading up to and at the time of
their offending. These interviews were recorded on audiotape and transcribed
verbatim as written text. The name of each individual was removed from the
transcript prior to this analysis. A number and letter code was used to identify each
transcript.
Two of the authors (DF and TW), working independently, read through each
transcript and, using the five child abuser ITs as coding categories, ascertained
whether any of these ITs were evident in each transcript. The analysis was essentially
that of identifying the themes evident in the transcripts, consulting Ward and
Keenan’s description of each IT, and making a judgement as to whether or not there
was any evidence for a specific IT. ITs were regarded as a priori categories for the
purposes of the study and therefore the method was essentially that of category
allocation. However, the fact that there was also a miscellaneous category meant that
evidence for new ITs could be gathered and if appropriate, provide the conceptual
material basis for the formation of new ITs. The transcripts that these two authors
worked with were clean copies and each had no knowledge of the other’s coding
results. Once the coding was completed the transcripts were examined again to see if
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Table 1. Convictions of the participants in the sample.
Participant
number
Index offence Previous convictions
01 9indecent assault on female under 16 years of age None
02 3rape, None
3attempted rape,
3indecency with a child,
2child cruelty,
03 8indecency with a child, 2fraud,
9making indecent photographs of children, 1theft,
5aiding and abetting rape of a child, 1obtaining property by
deception
5possessing indecent photographs of children
04 Indecent assault None
05 1rape, None
2indecent assault,
2incest,
1incest under 16 years of age
06 3sexual assault with a child 1handling stolen goods
07 3sexual assault of a child, None
2taking indecent images of a child,
2distributing indecent images of a child,
1possessing indecent images of a child
08 3aiding and abetting rape  girl under 16 years 2deception, 1
harassment
1intimidation of witness
09 3child neglect/failure to protect, None
2taking indecent photos of children
10 1grievous bodily harm, 1attempting to pervert
the course of justice
9offences against the person,
4sexual offences
11 6sexual activity with a male child under 16 years None
12 2sexual activity with a child,
1manslaughter
1cruelty to a child
13 1child prostitution and pornography None
14 4cruelty to a person under 16 None
7indecency with a child
1incest
15 1rape of female under 16 years None
1rape (joint) aiding and abetting
2indecent assault on female under 16 years
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there were any offence-supportive beliefs of significance, in addition to the five ITs
evident in male child sexual offenders. If any were identified they were placed into
the ‘miscellaneous’ category. Where there were discrepancies between the coders the
first author (ARB) made the final decision regarding the presence or absence of the
particular IT in question.
Analysis was also carried out to see whether there were any meaningful clusters
of ITs and whether this said anything about the motivations of the women in the
sample.
Ethical considerations
Participants were provided with an information sheet outlining the research and
ethical considerations. The participants were advised that should they disclose the
intention to harm themselves, harm another individual, or act in anyway that may
result in a breach of security, it would be the duty of the researchers to inform
relevant staff. Participants were advised that that could withdraw at any time, and
that interviews would be terminated at signs of distress. A debriefing session was
conducted with each participant at the end of the study.
Results
The inter-rater reliability of identification of each IT was examined using Cohen’s
kappa. This was interpreted using Fleiss’s guidelines (1981), which suggests that
kappas between 0.4 and 0.6 are ‘fair’, between 0.6 and 0.75 are ‘good’ and over 0.75
are ‘excellent’. The inter-rater agreement for the identification of ITs, in order of
strength of agreement, were as follows: Entitlement: 100% agreement, kappa not
available as both raters found no evidence of this particular IT; Children as sexual
objects: 87% agreement, kappa0.72, T2.70, pB0.01 (good); Dangerous world:
80% agreement, kappa0.61, T2.58, pB0.05 (good); Uncontrollability: 73%
agreement, kappa0.38, T1.86, p0.06 (fair); Nature of harm: 73% agreement,
kappa0.25, T1.46 (non-significant).
We will now examine each of the identified ITs in order of their frequency.
Uncontrollability
This was the most common IT, found in 13 (87%) of the participants. As regards
the content of this IT, it covered a number of areas. Participants frequently
held the belief that they were not ‘thinking straight’ and that this placed them
in a vulnerable position. Additionally, some participants believed that they were
of weak character and were not strong enough to stop the abuse from occurring.
Several of the participants located the cause of the abuse with their co-
perpetrator and claimed that they were led on by the co-perpetrator or did
not have knowledge of all that went on. A few of the participants talked about
the powerful influence of their past experiences on their abusive behaviour,
for example, previous experience of aversive attachment relationships, a failure
to acquire adequate parenting skills, or learning that sex has little intrinsic
value.
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We would also note that the level of agreement regarding the presence of this IT
was only fair. This discrepancy was related to the disagreement between the two
raters over the element of subjugation being implicit in this, and the Dangerous world
IT (see below for a further discussion of this).
Example from a transcript:
‘Deep down I think I was appalled but I think the way I went into the relationship and
the frame of mind I was in after my marriage I think mentally I wasn’t very well to cope
with it . . . I wanted to say ‘‘if you’d have gone when I asked you to none of this would
have happened’’ . . . I had no choice. I think I was very much under his [co-offender]
influence.’
Dangerous world
This IT was found in eight (53%) participants. According to the Dangerous world
IT the social environment of female sexual offenders is viewed as menacing and
the intentions of others malevolent and destructive. Commonly, the content of
this IT reflected the perceived destructive nature of the individual’s family
environment rather than the outside world. More specifically, the female sexual
offenders’ co-defendants (male) were viewed as violent and threatening individuals
who actively orchestrated the offences. The participants reported being extremely
fearful of their co-defendants and believed that if they did not join in they would
become victims themselves.
Example from a transcript:
‘Sometimes we’d just be sitting there pretending then he’d run up and have a look and
then it was ‘‘oi you two, you know what I told you to do’’ so then we were scared of him
so we did . . . Perhaps if I hadn’t have gone through the domestic violence with him then
it would never have happened.’
Children as sexual objects
This IT was found in seven (47%) participants and it was manifested in three ways.
First, offenders often saw their victim as an adult rather than a child and stated that
they looked old for their age and behaved in a mature manner. In a sense, they
functioned as sexual agents who were competent to make their own decisions about
having sex with adults. Second, participants holding this IT admitted being sexually
attracted or aroused by the victim. In some cases this revealed itself in declarations
of love for the victim. Third, individuals believed that the victims enjoyed the sexual
offending behaviours and actively sought to repeat the experience. They also
typically claimed that the victims found the experience pleasurable because they
failed to report it to other adults or the relevant authorities, and/or ‘frequently
initiated sexual contact’.
Example from a transcript:
‘She was 14 but she was like a 20-year-old, you could talk to her like an adult . . . she was
a bit shy but she wasn’t shy when she was asking for her kiss and cuddle all the time . . . I
felt really loved off [by] her and she felt the same with me.’
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Nature of harm
Nature of harm was only found in three (20%) participants. This particular IT was
frequently associated with a view of the offender as protecting the victim from
further or more severe harm, for example, claiming that if she abused the victim then
the abuse would stop on that occasion or that her co-perpetrator would not also
abuse the child. In the latter situation, it was alleged that abuse from the male co-
offender would have been worse for the victim, and most likely would have resulted
in greater suffering and long-term harm.
Example from a transcript:
‘A lot of the time I used to be sat there thinking, ‘right if I do this now then she can go to
bed’ . . . At the time it seemed perfectly logical that if I did it to her then he would not. It
was my way of trying to protect her from the worst of what could have happened.’
Miscellaneous
In the identification of ITs, there was a minor discrepancy between the two coders in
that one maintained that there was evidence for a ‘miscellaneous’ category, and the
other coder did not, in one case. The former coder felt that there was tentative
evidence for the schemas of ‘subjugation’ and ‘self-sacrifice’, described by Young,
Klosko, and Weishaar (2003). Young et al. describes subjugation as involving
‘excessive surrendering of control to others because one feels coerced  submitting in
order to avoid anger, retaliation or abandonment’ (p. 16), and generally takes the
form of either subjugation of needs or emotions. While, self-sacrifice is described
as ‘voluntarily meeting the needs of others at the expense of one’s own gratification’
(p. 16). These elements were regarded as being particularly evident in one case where
the participant maintained that she had offended, under coercion, to placate her
partner, or to avoid his aggression.
Example from a transcript:
‘Our lives were miserable we lived in squalor . . . I was terrified of him [partner/co-
perpetrator . . . [when he came home] he’d go past the front door and round to the back
[pause] I’d put the kettle on, tea was in the cup, everything ready so as soon as he walked
in I’d pour the tea . . . If it wasn’t ready I got hit . . . By then I’d been trapped for many
years I had nowhere to turn . . . He had a double-barrelled shotgun and a five-shot
pump action shot gun . . . he’d come back and he’d say he had my mother in his sights
and he could have blown her head off at any time and he would kill her rather than kill
me and I’d have to live with the guilt . . . he had taken me to the brink of death [long
pause] so many times . . . I hated him I wanted someone to take him away and throw
away the key [I] hated him but I had four children at home I had to go back.’
Implicit theory clusters
An important question concerns the degree to which the various ITs cluster
together and if so, what this might mean with respect to the offender’s perspective
about herself and her sexual offences (see Vandiver & Kercher, 2004). Table 2
illustrates that there appear to be four clusters within the results of ITs, an X
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denoting the presence of an IT. In the first cluster the Children as sexual objects
and Dangerous world ITs are both present (n4), suggesting this type of offender
is sexually motivated and fears violence. In the second cluster, the Dangerous world
IT is present (n4) and Children as sexual objects IT is absent, suggesting that the
offender fears violence, but is not sexually motivated. The third cluster has
Children as sexual objects present and Dangerous world absent (n3), indicating
that these women have a sexual motivation and have no fear of violence. It is
noteworthy that Nature of Harm co-occurs in two out of the three cases contained
in this cluster. The last cluster has neither Children as sexual objects nor
Dangerous world present (n4). With these offenders, the Uncontrollability IT
was always present, sometimes with Nature of harm as well, indicating that their
cognitive distortions are about having no control except to protect the victim from
a worse fate.
Discussion
With respect to our two research questions, clear evidence was found for four of the
five ITs identified in male sex offenders by Ward and Keenan (1999), with no
evidence to suggest so far that the Entitlement IT applies to female sex offenders.
Second, there was an indication that female offenders may possibly have an
Table 2. Distribution of implicit theories across the participant group.
Children as
sexual objects
Dangerous
world Uncontrollable
Nature
of harm
Cluster 1: Sexual motivation with
fear of violence
1 X X X
2 X X X
3 X X
4 X X
Cluster 2: Fear of violence/no sexual
motivation
5 X X
6 X X
7 X X
8 X X
Cluster 3: Sexual motivation
9 X X X
10 X X X
11 X X
Cluster 4: Lack of control
(sometime with protection of victim)
12 X X
13 X
14 X
15 X
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additional IT associated with themes of subjugation and self-sacrifice, although the
evidence is too weak at this stage to make a definitive judgement. We will discuss the
significance of each of these findings in turn.
It is striking that female sexual offenders descriptions of their offences and the
circumstances leading up to them reveal themes indicative of four of the five ITs
found in male offenders. This indicates that the attitudes, beliefs, and goals
embedded in each IT originally derived from male sexual offenders correspond to
the issues confronting female offenders. However, there are some differences as
well. Perhaps the most noteworthy is the absence of the Entitlement IT and the
frequency of the Uncontrollability IT. This suggests that most female sex offenders
believe that their ability to control critical aspects of their lives is deeply
compromised. However, it is important to point out that the method of data
collection utilised in this study did not occur at the time of the crime but was
retrospective and as such based on the participants’ memories and ways of making
sense of what occurred. Thus an important but unresolved question concerns
whether, or not, the Uncontrollability IT reflects the way the offenders actually
interpreted their lives at the time of the offence (and their agency abilities), or is
most usefully viewed as a self-preservation mechanism in place as a result of the
offence.
The second research question concerned the possible existence of ITs that are
unique to female sexual offenders, and whether or not there were subtle differences in
the content of the ITs that were evident in females. The fact that seven out of the 15
research participants exhibited some degree of denial undoubtedly resulted in thinner
accounts of the psychological factors associated with their sexual crimes. This made it
difficult at times to detect the existence of ITs and may be responsible for the modest
level of inter-rater reliability for Uncontrollability. However, the possibility that female
sexual offenders may also hold subjugation and self-sacrifice schemas could have also
muddied the waters a little because of their possible overlap in meaning with the
Dangerous world and Uncontrollability ITs.
According to the Dangerous world IT individuals perceive others as menacing
and threatening and tend to seek escape or else sometimes act aggressively to
forestall a possible physical threat. This directly suggests issues of submissiveness and
in some cases, victimisation. Furthermore, individuals holding the Uncontrollability
IT typically feel that they are relatively powerless to effectively control aspects of
their world and/or internal life and hence may acquiesce to the demands of others.
Thus, the disagreement concerning the presence of additional ITs could reflect
overlap in meaning between Dangerous world and Uncontrollability ITs, or simply
the existence of relatively poor data sets for some of the women. While it is not
possible to resolve this issue within the confines of this study it does raise important
research questions for subsequent work.
An interesting theoretical, and clinical, point is raised by the question of possible
subjugation and self-sacrifice schemas in female sexual offenders: what is the
relationship between cognitive distortions and their underlying ITs and other types
of self-schemas evident in clinical populations such as approval seeking, mistrust/
abuse, and vulnerability to harm or illness (Young et al., 2003)? We have argued in
earlier papers that theories of cognitive distortions only explain the origin,
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development and continuation of offence supportive attitudes and beliefs and cannot
on their own explain other characteristic features of sexual offenders such as
empathy and intimacy deficits (see Ward, Polaschek, & Beech, 2006 for a review of
these areas). It may be that theoretical constructs such as Young’s (1990)
maladaptive schemas are able to account for some of these additional features and
hence can be considered to underlie or generate in some way, sexual offenders’ ITs. In
other words, it may be the case that the ITs noted in sexual offenders are ultimately
derived from early maladaptive schemas. In our opinion this is a promising line of
theoretical and empirical research.
A related point concerns the possibility that the four types of ITs actually found
in female sexual offenders may manifest in slightly different ways, that is, have subtle
changes in content or meaning. For example, in our sample of 15 female sexual
offenders the Dangerous world IT appeared to be essentially concerned with the
individuals’ hostile or violent environment, usually created by a co-perpetrator. With
respect to the Nature of harm IT the core idea that there is a continuum of harm
remains, but often manifested as a kind of pre-emptive attempt to avoid even greater
harm to the child by the male co-offender. Another difference was apparent in the
Uncontrollability IT where it seemed to encompass a wide variety of factors leading
to perceiving the situation as out of the offender’s control, in particular a third party
(usually a co-perpetrator) being to blame. Whereas with males, there is often a stress
on sexual arousal as being the critical factor responsible for overwhelming their
coping abilities (Ward & Keenan, 1999).
By virtue of the fact that four ITs were identified, it appears that there are
common underlying cognitive distortions in this client group. This means that some
comparisons and knowledge can be drawn from research carried out with male sex
offenders. However, the results also suggest that female sex offenders should still be
treated as a distinct group. Subtle variations in the content of their ITs mean that
female sex offenders interpret their lives and offending behaviour slightly differently
to male sex offenders. In addition, as was mentioned in the Introduction, female sex
offenders as a client group offend under different circumstances (Wakefield &
Underwager, 1991; Rudin et al., 1995; Kaufman et al., 1995) and demonstrate
different criminogenic needs (Clark & Howden-Windell, 2000).
It was not one of the initial aims of this study to identify typologies of female sex
offenders although during the process of analysis, four distinct clusters of ITs
emerged. The present study has found evidence for a cluster of female sex offenders
for whom sexual gratification is a sole motivation and another for whom this sexual
motivation co-exists with other motivations of fear. The results from the present
study also supports evidence collated by Vandiver (2006) that some female sexual
offending is a result of coercion by a violent co-perpetrator. Johansson-Love and
Fremouw (2006) stress the need for further development of typologies and cognitive
distortion measures for female sex offenders. While the clusters presented in the
present study were not derived statistically (due to low numbers), they provide a new
way of looking at typologies of female sex offenders within the context of cognitive
distortions  a perspective that is arguably clinically useful as well as theoretically
promising. Nathan and Ward (2001) highlight the need in treatment to identify the
psychological phenomena linked with sexual offending. This study has started to
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identify some of the factors associated with female sex offenders. The presence of
four ITs means the IT model can assist clinicians in developing treatment strategies.
The model can also help female sexual offenders reinterpret information associated
with their offending and to acquire more adaptive ways of thinking about themselves
and their lives.
On a final note, it should also be noted that there is starting to be a wider
research base about the nature of ITs in: male child sexual abusers (Marziano et al.,
2006; Mihailides, Devilly, & Ward 2004); rapists (Beech, Ward, & Fisher, 2006;
Polaschek & Gannon, 2004); and sexual murderers (Beech, Fisher, & Ward, 2005).
Here, we would note that two of the ITs identified in male child abusers (i.e.
Entitlement and Dangerous world) have also been identified in men who assault
adult women. In contrast, three ITs can be seen as somewhat different, namely
Women as sex objects, Male sex drive is uncontrollable, and Women are unknowable.
However, it can be seen that taken together the ITs across all samples broadly fall
into dangerous world, entitlement, sex objects (women/children), harm (children
harmless/women harmful), and controllability categories. The sample reported here,
and as noted above, show evidence of all of these categories (except for entitlement),
suggesting some evidence for the universality of these categories in sexual offenders
regardless of gender.
Methodological limitations of the study
There are a number of methodological limitations to this present study. First, the
numbers are small with only 15 female sexual offenders being interviewed.
Unfortunately, this restricts the generalisability of our results and also means that
we are unclear whether or not the intriguing findings concerning subjugation and
self-sacrifice apply to other female sexual offenders. Unfortunately low numbers
remain a real problem when it comes to research with female sex offenders and
therefore our results should be treated with caution. However, the general pattern of
results and their convergences and divergences with male offenders do point to their
potential utility and provisional validity.
A second limitation concerns the exclusion of prisoners where contact was
refused. The common reason given was that the prisoner was engaged in offence-
focused work at the time. This meant that those engaged in the study either had
completed treatment or (more usually) had not engaged in any offence-focused work.
The sample could have had less insight into their thought processes than they may
have had following treatment and therefore this might have resulted in poorer quality
data and undermined the validity of our results.
Third, the problem of poor reliability for one IT (Nature of harm) does raise
questions about the robustness of the coding of this IT. While we acknowledge this
issue, the combination of offenders who exhibited some degree of denial and subtle
differences in the content of female ITs may have adversely affected the raters coding
of the data.
Conclusions
This study has explored the phenomenon of cognitive distortions in female sex
offenders and provided evidence for the existence of four ITs in this under-researched
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group. The findings and their implications are tantalising but further research is
needed to order to develop knowledge in this area before any treatment or
assessment tools can be adequately developed. Furthermore, the presence of clusters
of ITs could be used to build on the typology models of female sex offenders
developed previously. This may ultimately help in the construction of offending
behaviour treatment programmes that are more responsive to the needs and issues
faced by female sexual offenders.
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Appendix: Questions used in the interview
Q1: Can you briefly describe to me what your life was like at the time of your offending,
personal relationships, work, leisure and friendships?
. Can you tell me about any difficulties that you were experiencing?
. If you were in a relationship, how satisfied were you in the relationship?
. Can you tell me about the relationship/partner at that time?
. How did you experience others (your partner, etc.) at the time? Feelings at the time?
. How were your relationships? Work? Social? Friendships?
. What made it hard to make friends or have a close relationship?
. What made you think/believe that about adults/your partner?
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. What prevented you from talking about these problems to you partner/family?
. What did you do to cope with these problems?
Q2: Walk me through the day of your offence, give me an overview of what happ-
ened that day, from the time you got up in the morning until the time after the
offence?
. When did you notice yourself thinking about the victim? What were you experiencing at
that time?
. How did you make sense of that?
. When did you start thinking about sexually offending?
. When you had sexual thoughts at the time, how did that feel? (positive or negative).
. How strong were the urges to offend for you?
. What was it like having these urges?
. What do you think caused these urges, or pushed them along?
. What did you do to cope with these urges (if anything)?
. How did you view yourself at that time? (positive or negative).
. What did you tell yourself, to proceed with the offending?
. Can you tell me how you went from thinking about your victim to deciding to make
contact?
. What did you tell yourself at the time to make you want to continue?
. How did it feel to have contact with your victim?
. What were you experiencing at that time?
. What was it about this particular child/teenager that made you want to have contact
with him/her?
. How did you gain access for sexual contact with the victim? (force, deception,
threat).
. Did your victim do/say anything prior to contact? How did you interpret that?
. What were you experiencing at this point?
. How did you view yourself and what was happening?
. How did the victim react at the time before the offence?
. What did you do to your victim?
. What did the victim do to you?
. How did the victim seem during the offence? (compliant, willing, resistant, quiet).
. What do you think was going on for the victim at the time of the offence?
. What were you experiencing at this time? (negative or positive).
. How did the child/teenager react after the offence? (negative or positive).
. How did you feel about what had happened following the offence?
Q3: Can you briefly describe to me what you were experiencing (thoughts and
feelings) in the time after the offence and the weeks following?
. What did you say to yourself afterwards?
. How did you view your victim following the offence?
. How did you act towards your victim following the offence?
. What were you experiencing following the offence?
. How did you view yourself after the offence?
. What were you experiencing following the offence?
. What role do you think your victim had in your offending?
. What do you think made you continue with your offending?
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. How serious do you think your offending was?
. What kept your offending going? Is there anyone else that you feel is responsible, or
partly responsible for your offending?
. How harmful was your offending for you victim? In what ways?
. Looking back at it, how do you make sense of your offending?
. What do you think was the cause of your offending?
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